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INTRODUCTION

The Agri-business Learning Alliance (ABLA) is an
initiative aimed at promoting entrepreneurship
in the agricultural sector through market-centric
learning. ABLA builds on a long tradition of using
innovation platforms to drive the adoption and
scaling-up of agricultural research technologies
and associated innovations. In this learning mate-
rial, we will explore the concept of innovation plat-
forms and their role in driving agricultural develop-
ment. We will also delve into the different aspects
of commercialization in agriculture and how ABLA
is positioned to drive this process.

Purpose and overview of the
toolkit

This tool aims to help boost investments in

innovations and entrepreneurship, especially
among women and young people who may have
limited access to resources and opportunities in
specific industries. The goal is to form alliances
that can strengthen innovation platforms and
tackle various challenges, such as a lack of
information, skills, understanding of value chains,
and private sector involvement, which can often
lead to unreliable production, low volumes, and

poor-qudlity local products.

Innovation Platforms

Innovation platforms are essentially a network
of partners working on a common theme and
using research knowledge creatively to generate
goods and services for the benefit of all, especially
smallholder farmers, women, youth, and other
disadvantaged social categories in agricultural
innovation systems. Strategic innovation platforms
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Agri-business Learning Alliance

An agri-business learning alliance refers to a market-centric learning milieu that enables
entrepreneurship capacity-strengthening among its users in an open and inclusive pro-
cess along specific developmental pathways. An ABLA aims to facilitate the process of es-
tablishing and strengthening strategic linkages among private sector, farmers, research-
ers, civil society, legal authorities, and extensionists in specific value chains.

ABLA serves as a platform to collate and integrate learning on business development
leading to generation of solutions and capacity development to address business con-
straints and bringing business ideas to scale for socio-economic benefits of the key
stakeholders, partners, and beneficiary actors. In driving commercialization of agricultural
research technologies and associated innovations, ABLA will need to ensure provision of
pusiness development services, advocate for collective scaling, ensure product uptake,
attract private sector investments, and ensure inclusion of women, youth, and persons
with disability in all the above-mentioned facets. Ultimately, ABLA is aimed at promoting
entrepreneurship in the agricultural sector through market-centric learning.

Business Model - describes how an organization creates, delivers, and captures value, in
economic, social, cultural or other contexts.

Business Plan - road map with goals, methods for attaining those goals, and the time-
frame for achieving the goals.

Entrepreneurship - the ability and desire to identify opportunities, establish, administer
and succeed in a business venture along with risk entitled to it.

Business venture - new agriculture-related enterprises or businesses created or merged
to take the competitive advantage of the research products to increase profitability

Learning Route - a capacity-building tool, organized as a planned journey and themat-
ically structured around specific learning objectives to respond to particular knowledge
needs

Inclusivity - the practice of providing equal access to opportunities and resources for

people who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as those having physical
or mental disabilities or belonging to other minority groups
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Brief on Agriculture Innovation Systems

In order to understand agribusiness learning alliances, it is important to first understand
the concept of the innovation system. An innovation system is a group of organizations
and individuals focused on

o} The generation, diffusion, adoption, and utilization of new knowledge
o. The context and institutions that govern the interactions and processes that take
place in that process

Innovations ordinarily address specific problems resulting in socio-economic gains to
beneficiaries. Types of innovations include product innovation, process innovation and
service delivery innovation. Agricultural innovation systems are characteristically integral
parts of broader innovation systems; essentially embodying agricultural value chains,
production systems, an enabling environment of policies and institutions and the asso-
ciated actors.

A critical function at all levels of the agricultural innovation system is the planning, moni-
toring, evaluation, and learning. Considering the power of the nested inter-connectedness
of the different levels of operation in any agricultural innovation system, it is important
that systemic objectives inform participating organizational objectives. Likewise, the latter
should inform lower-level objectives at the program and project levels. The more aligned
the objectives are at the different levels of operation, the more they are likely to synergize
for greater effect at outcome and impact levels. To ensure a harmonized approach, it is
important that ABLA governance, management, and the Planning, monitoring, evaluation,
and learning units be fully committed to the alignment principal.
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Key Functions and Actors of an Agriculture Innovation System

Critical Functions Critical Actors

Planning, monitoring, evaluation, and
learning (PME&L)

Governance and management structures,
PME&L units

Genetic improvement

CGIAR and the NARS (including universities)
and the private sector.

Breeding crops & livestock

NARS, private sector.

Seed systems

NARES, community-based seed multipliers
and distributors, private sector

Crop & livestock and

post-harvest handling

production

Smallholder & large-scale agricultural pro-
ducers

Food processing and value addition

Household & community level food proces-
sors, agro-industrial processors

Retail and consumption

Farm gate sellers, aggregators, farmers’
markets, cereals and produce
boards, supermarkets, international markets,
consumers.

national

Policy advocacy platforms

Continental and regional policy dialogue
platforms (e.g., FARA, ASARECA, CCARDES,
ECOWAS, SADC, EAC, IGAD, AGRF), nationdl
policy fora.

The Media Television eg, Shamba Shape-Up, dramg,
video, print and music; radio (e.g., Farm Ra-
dio International) and Twitter handles.

Policy Making National governmental policy formulation

structures, multilateral
structures (e.g, sub-regional and regional

policy formulation

policy formulation fora.

Partners and technical assistance

CGIAR, UN agencies (eg, FAO, IFAD, UNICEF,
WFP), Scaling Up Nutrition movement.

Quality control and regulations

National bureaus of standards.

The primary goal of an agricultural innovation system is to enhance the welfare of all
stakeholders, partners, and beneficiaries. This can be achieved through increased



incomes, improved food security and nutrition, and enhanced environmental services,
even in the face of climate change. In order to achieve these objectives, the following
steps should be taken:

Scale up inclusive agricultural productivity: It is important to ensure that all social
categories, including women and youth, are included in agricultural productivity. This will
help to increase production levels to meet the needs of a growing population, both rural
and urban.

Build effective value chains: The success of agriculture innovation depends on thriving
and profitable crops and livestock value chains. This requires profitable seed systems,
production systems, post-harvest management systems, branding, advertising, and
marketing systems, supportive policies, and institutions.

Establish multi-sectoral innovation platforms: It is essential to establish multi-sectorall
innovation platforms that can help to bring together different stakeholders in the
agriculture sector. This includes farmers, researchers, agro-processors, and policymakers.
These platforms should encourage input from all stakeholders to ensure that all
perspectives are taken into account.

Foster political will: Political will is essential to the success of any agricultural innovation
system. Governments must be committed to providing the necessary resources and
support to ensure that these systems are successful.

Ensure adequate agricultural infrastructure: Adequate agricultural infrastructure is
essential for the success of any agricultural innovation system. This includes things like
irrigation systems, transportation, and storage facilities.

Provide affordable financing: Access to affordable financing is critical for small-scale
farmers who may not have the capital to invest in new technologies or equipment.

Monitor, evaluate, and learn: It is important to continuously monitor, evaluate, and learn
from the agricultural innovation system.

Considering the power of the nested inter-connectedness of the different levels of
operation in any agricultural innovation system, it is important that systemic objectives
inform participating organizational objectives. Likewise, the latter should inform lower-
level objectives at the program and project levels. The more aligned the objectives are



at the different levels of operation, the more they are likely to synergize for greater effect
at outcome and impact levels. To ensure a harmonized approach, it is important that
ABLA governance, management and the PME&L units be fully committed to the alignment
principal.

Objectives of Agribusiness Learning Alliances

To establish an Agri-Business Learning Alliance (ABLA), you need to create a learning en-
vironment that is market-centric and supports entrepreneurship capacity-building in an
open and inclusive way. This should happen along specific developmental pathways.

The primary objective of an ABLA is to facilitate the process of building strategic linkages
among different stakeholders, including the private sector, farmers, researchers, civil soci-
ety, legal authorities, and extensionists, in specific value chains. This collaboration can help
address challenges and improve the overall quality and output of local products.

Catalyse linkages among

Connect wmm—)  tokeholders to increase access
to technologies and markets

Co-create — Co-creation of knowledge,

technologies and innovations

Strengthen institutional and

Cap acity m—) ndividual agri-preneurship

capacities of users

To set up an ABLA, you first need to identify any relevant policy frameworks or organiza-
tions, develop a business model, and use a co-creative or adaptive approach based on
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specific needs and business knowledge. The idea is to create a platform where people
can collaborate, share knowledge, and generate solutions that can help address busi-
ness constraints and bring business ideas to scale. Ultimately, an ABLA should serve as a
platform to bring together learning on business development and build the capacity to
overcome obstacles and achieve success in agricultural research for development.

To establish an Agricultural Business Alliance (ABLA), the following steps should be followed:

CONNECT:
Identify Priority Value Chains and Connecting Nodes

Identify priority value chains and their respective nodes. This toolkit is designed from a
capacity gap assessment that identified livestock, aquaculture, dairy, grains, roots and
tubers, and vegetables as the most important value chains. The toolkit also recognizes
extension and advisory services as d cross-cutting supporting mechanism.

Identified nodes included seed systems, production systems, food processing, post-har-
vest management systems, nutrition education, branding, advertising, marketing, and
policy analysis. Other cross-cutting service areas included agricultural extension, infor-
mation technology, and climate change.

Develop a Commercialization Model for Agricultural Re-
search and Technologies

The first step in establishing an ABLA framework is to develop a commercialization mod-
el for agricultural research, technologies, and associated innovations. This model should
contextualize the environment within which technologies and innovations are utilized in
response to varying socio-economic needs of the respective actors in the agricultural
innovation systems. This would form the context within which the envisaged framework for
establishing ABLA would be conceived.

CO-CREATE:

Assess Competencies and Identify Gaps
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For each of the identified competencies in the knowledge, interpersonal skills, and techni-
cal skills domains, resulting patterns point to areas of focus with the greatest efficiencies
in either harmmessing collective action based on identified areas of strength for mutual
gain or developing capacity-strengthening interventions to fill identified gaps.

Carry out a Capacity Gap Assessment

The second step is to carry out a capacity gap assessment. This assessment will help
identify priority value chains and their respective nodes to enable more effective and
efficient value chain development. There are three key areas to consider for capacity
building: knowledge domains, technical skills, and interpersonal skills. This toolkit will pro-
vide recommendations for each of these areas based on capacity gaps assessment
across different value chains.

CAPACITY:
Develop a Systemic Approach to Capacity Strengthening
Interventions

Based on the identified gaps, develop capacity-strengthening interventions to fill the
gaps. In some instances, it may make sense to organize double-barreled interventions
within a specific value chain, while in some instances it may make greater sense to or-
ganize interventions among value chains with similar interests in respective nodes. The
interventions could be to facilitate enhanced utilization of agricultural technologies and
associated innovations.

Provide Business Development Services (BDS)

Business development services are the non-financial services that support the growth
and competitiveness of businesses in a value chain. Business development services can
be provided by different actors such as public agencies, private firms, non-governmental
organizations or farmer associations. BDS are important because they can help entrepre-
neurs run their businesses more effectively. If used appropriately, they can also act as an
enhancer of access to finance and an alternative form of “collateral” in situations where
tangible collateral may be an impediment to meeting traditional security requirements.

In conclusion, establishing an ABLA framework requires the development of a business
model for agricultural research and technologies, reviewing the capacity gap assess-
ment database, identifying priority value chains and their respective nodes, assessing
competencies, and developing capacity-strengthening interventions. This approach will
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help to harness collective action based on identified areas of strength for mutual gain
and address capacity gaps for efficient and effective utilization of agricultural technolo-
gies and innovations.

.

BUSINESS'DEVELOPMEN

N
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Business Development Services (BDS) are essential tools for creating value chains that

penefit smallholders and improve farmer performance. In this instructional material, we
will discuss the importance of BDS, its goals, and its impact on economic growth, employ-
ment, and poverty reduction.

This toolkit aims to provide a brief overview of BDS and encourage greater awareness
and utilization of these services in agricultural innovation systems. By doing so, businesses
can improve their performance and scale their technology. Research has shown that BDS
can improve small and medium-sized enterprises' (SME) performance through increased
productivity and access to new markets.

What are Business Development Services (BDS)?

Business Development Services (BDS) is a set of services that support Small and Medi-
um Enterprises (SMEs) in the agriculture and agribusiness sector. BDS refers to a variety
of non-financial services that entrepreneurs can use to enhance their business perfor-
mance, access new markets, and improve their ability to compete. These services include
training, business advisory services, access to finance, market linkages, and technology
transfer.

They are non-financial services and products that can be provided to entrepreneurs at
various stages of their business needs. These services are primarily focused on skills trans-
fer and business advice. There are a variety of business support options available that
can be tailored to suit the needs of small businesses. However, it's important to apply key
benchmarks to ensure that the support provided is effective.

Why is BDS important?

BDS plays a vital role in promoting economic growth, employment, and poverty reduction
in developing countries. By providing support to SMEs, BDS enables farmers to access crit-
ical resources necessary to improve their agro-enterprises’ productivity and quality. BDS
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also helps farmers to overcome barriers to entry, such as lack of access to finance and
technical expertise.

BDS's goals are to:

«  Strengthen SMEs in the agriculture and agribusiness sector.

. Build the capacity of SMEs to access critical resources, including finance, training, and
technology.

+  Create value chains that benefit smallholders and improve farmer performance.

. Promote economic growth, employment, and poverty reduction.

How does BDS impact economic growth?

SMEs play a crucial role in economic growth, as they contribute significantly to both em-
ployment and economic activity. BDS helps SMEs to access critical resources and over-
come barriers to entry, enabling them to grow and expand their businesses. As SMEs grow,
they create jobs, increase productivity, and generate wealth, contributing to overall eco-
nomic growth.

BDS is essential for promoting economic growth, employment, and poverty reduction. By
providing critical support to SMEs in the agriculture and agribusiness sector, BDS creates
value chains that benefit smallholders and improve farmer performance. Through BDS,
SMEs can access critical resources necessary to grow and expand their businesses, con-
tributing to overall economic growth.

Information, advisory, consultancy, and mentoring programs can support entrepreneurs
and small business owners in all aspects of starting and operating a business. BDS can
e delivered by public agencies, private organizations, or not-for-profit organizations, ei-
ther in generic form or customized to suit specific needs. They can be delivered through
physical centers, via telephone, or online. BDS can be offered as standalone services or
integrated into other programs. They may be offered at no cost to the client, at a govern-
ment-subsidized rate, or on a full user-pay basis.

Types of Business Development Services for Value Chain
Actors

e  Production services: These are the services that help value chain actors to produce
or obtain quality inputs or products. They include:

»  Technical assistance: providing information, advice and training on what to

grow, how to grow it, what inputs to use, how to control pests and diseases,
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when and how to harvest; based on market demand and best practices.
Input supply: providing access to quality and affordable seeds, fertilizers,
pesticides, feeds or vaccines that enhance productivity and profitability.
Quality assurance: providing testing, certification or inspection services that
ensure the quality and safety of inputs or products.

e Post-production services: These are the services that help value chain actors to pro-

cess, package, store and distribute their products. They include:

>

Processing: providing access to equipment, facilities or technologies that
transform products into different forms or products that add value and
meet consumer preferences.

Packaging: providing access to materials, designs or technologies that pro-
tect products from damage and enhance their appearance.

Storage: providing access to facilities, conditions or technologies that pre-
serve the quality and shelf life of products.

Distribution: providing access to modes, channels or networks that transport
and deliver products to buyers or consumers.

e Business planning and marketing services: These are the services that help value

chain actors to sell their products to buyers or consumers. They include:

»

Marketing: providing information, advice, and training on marketing strate-
gies and plans that identify and target potential customers, promote and
sell products, monitor customer satisfaction and feedback, and evaluate
marketing performance.

Business management: providing information, advice, and training on farm-
ing as a business that involves planning, budgeting, record keeping, cost
control, risk management and decision making.

Market research: providing data, analysis or reports on market trends, op-
portunities or challenges that inform marketing decisions.

Business planning: providing assistance in developing business plans for
farmers or cooperatives that outline their goals, strategies, activities, and
resources.

e Contract negotiation and compliance: providing assistance in negotiating and com-

plying with contracts with buyers or suppliers that specify the terms and conditions

of transactions.

e Financial management: providing assistance in managing the financial aspects of

the business such as cash flow, income statement, balance sheet or financial ratios.

e  Organization services: These are the services that help value chain actors to organize

themselves into groups or associations that can enhance their bargaining power,

efficiency or impact. They include:

»>
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Farmer organization governance and functioning: providing information,
advice and training on how to establish and manage farmer organizations



that have clear vision, mission, objectives, roles and responsibilities.
Collective marketing: providing information, advice and training on how to
market products collectively through farmer organizations that can reduce
transaction costs, increase market access or improve prices.

Group leadership: providing information, advice and training on how to
develop and exercise leadership skills within farmer organizations that can
motivate members, resolve conflicts or facilitate collaboration.

Record keeping: providing information, advice and training on how to keep
records within farmer organizations that can track activities, performance
or impact.

e Finance services: These are the services that help value chain actors to access fi-
nance for their businesses. They include:

»

Credit: providing loans or advances to value chain actors that can be used
for working capital or investment purposes.

Savings: providing savings accounts or schemes to value chain actors that
can be used for storing money or accumulating funds.

Insurance: providing insurance policies or schemes to value chain actors
that can protect them from risks such as crop failure, price fluctuation or
health problems.

e Brokering services: These are the services that help value chain actors to link with oth-

er actors in the chain or comply with legal, regulatory or certification requirements.
They include:

>

Legal: providing information, advice or representation on legal issues such
as contracts, disputes or rights.

Regulatory: providing information, advice, or assistance on regulatory issues
such as licenses, permits or taxes.

Certification: providing information, advice, or assistance on certification is-
sues such as standards, audits, or labels.

e Linking: providing information
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Policy, regulation, and standards are the rules and guidelines that govern the production,
processing, marketing, and trade of agricultural products. They can affect the quality,
safety, profitability, and sustainability of smallholder agriculture. Different value chains
have different needs and interests in policy, regulation, and standards. The main areas

of interest and potential collaboration in policy, regulation, and standards for six value

chains will be highlighted in this toolkit: roots and tubers, dairy, grains, vegetables, livestock,
and fish.

e Roots and tubers: This value chain is most interested in policy, regulation, and stan-
dards in three nodes: policy analysis, seed systems, and food processing. Some of
the main issues are:

»  Policy analysis: understanding the impact of policies on the availability and
affordability of quality seeds, especially for potatoes. This includes seed reg-
ulatory policies that address certification and quality control such as the
Plant Health Inspectorate services.

»  Seed systems: complying with the regional trade and food safety standards
for seeds. This includes ensuring that seeds are free from pests and diseas-
es, have high germination rates, and meet the varietal purity requirements.

» Food processing: meeting the nutritional and industrial needs of consumers
with enhanced products such as orange-fleshed sweet potato and yellow
cassava. This includes following the accreditation/certification procedures
for food quality and safety.

e  Dairy: This value chain is modestly interested in policy, regulation, and standards in
two nodes: production systems and advocacy. Some of the main issues are:

»  Production systems: improving the animal health and welfare standards for
dairy cows. This includes complying with the veterinary regulations, animal
identification and traceability systems, animal feed standards and animal
welfare codes.

» Advocacy: influencing the policy environment to support the dairy sector.
This includes engaging with the relevant stakeholders such as government
agencies, industry associations, civil society organizations, and media to
advocate for favorable policies on taxation, subsidies, tariffs, or quotas.

e  Grains: This value chain is modestly interested in policy, regulation and standards in
one node: food processing systems. The main issue is:

» Food processing systems: improving the storage infrastructure for grains
such as maize, rice or sorghum. This includes complying with the storage
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regulations and standards that ensure the quality and safety of grains
during storage. It also includes accessing storage facilities and services
that are affordable and reliable.

e Vegetable: This value chain is not interested in policy, regulation, and standards.

. Livestock: This value chain is not interested in policy, regulation, and standards.

. Fish: This value chain is not interested in policy, regulation, and standards.

The lack of interest in policy, regulation, and standards by some value chains may re-
flect a hidden need that may need to be uncovered through sensitization and capacity
building. Policy, regulation, and standards are essential for the business development of
smallholder agriculture because they can:

Enhance the quality and safety of agricultural products for consumers.

a
b. Increase the value addition and profitability of agricultural products for producers.
c. Facilitate access to markets and trade opportunities for agricultural products.

d

Promote the sustainability and resilience of agricultural systems.

Notably, business development for smallholder agriculture is a critical aspect of boosting
food security and livelihoods for small-scale farmers. However, the success of this en-
deavor is highly dependent on various factors, including supportive policies, regulations,
and standards. Therefore, to effectively engage with policy and regulatory facilities, it is
essential to,

a. Identify the main needs and interests in policy, regulation, and standards.

b.  Find out what other value chains have similar or complementary interests in policy,
regulation, and standards.

c. Seek opportunities to collaborate with other value chains on policy analysis, compli-
ance, or advocacy.

d. Monitor and evaluate the impact of policy, regulation, and standards on the value
chain performance.

In conclusion, policy, regulation, and standards are critical to the business development
of smallholder agriculture. Organizations and stakeholders involved in this sector need to
prioritize this domain and ensure that it receives adequate attention to ensure its success.
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OPERATIONAL GUIDING

'NCIPLES

To plan and implement ABLA effectively, the following guiding principles should be applied;

1. Priority setting and resource allocation: This principle helps you to decide which in-
terventions are the most important and urgent to achieve your expected results and
how to allocate your available resources accordingly. You can use criteria such as
relevance, feasibility, impact, cost-effectiveness, or stakeholder preference to rank
your interventions and assign their resources such as time, money, staff, or equip-
ment. This way, you can avoid wasting resources on interventions that are not critical
or aligned with your objectives.

2. Sequencing: This principle helps to determine the order or timing of the interventions.
One can use logic, experience, or evidence to identify the dependencies or relation-
ships among the interventions and arrange them in a logical sequence. For example,
one can use a Gantt chart or a flow chart to show which interventions need to come
first, which ones can be done in parallel, and which ones need to follow later. This
way, it ensures that interventions are implemented efficiently and effectively without
delays or gaps.

3. Principle of subsidiarity: This principle helps to choose the most appropriate level of
operation for the interventions. Factors such as scope, scale, complexity, or stakehold-
er involvement can be used to decide whether interventions should be addressed
at the lowest level possible (such as a specific node of a particular value chain), at a
higher level (such as several nodes within a particular value chain or among severdl
value chains), or at the highest level (such as a regional or cross-country level). This
way, it ensures that interventions are implemented by the most suitable actors and
in the most suitable context.

4. Team spirit: This principle helps to appreciate and leverage the diversity of expertise
within and among the nodes of the value chains and the broader institutional and
policy ecosystems. You can use skills such as communication, coordination, coop-
eration, and conflict resolution to work effectively in multidisciplinary teams that ad-
dress multiple dimensions of the transformation process. You can also use tools such
as team charter, roles, and responsibilities matrix, or team performance assessment
to enhance your team spirit.
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5. Partnerships: Partnerships are critical to establishing and maintaining relation-
ships with other organizations that collaborate in ABLA-led activities while retaining
their own organizational identity. One can use skills such as negotiation, facilitation,
trust-building, and accountability to work effectively in partnerships that create syn-
ergies and complementarities. You can also use tools such as partnership agree-
ments, memorandum of understanding, or partnership reviews to enhance your
partnerships.

6. Planning, monitoring, evaluation, and learning: This principle helps to plan and im-
plement activities that deliver results and achieve impacts. You can use skills such
as logical framework analysis, indicator development, data collection, and analysis,
report writing and feedback to plan, monitor, evaluate, and learn from your activities.
You can also use tools such as results framework, monitoring plan, evaluation plan, or
learning plan to enhance your planning, monitoring, evaluation, and learning.

To plan and implement interventions effectively in a specific value chain or nodes, it is
essential to

. Identify your value chain or node and the actors involved.

. Identify challenges and opportunities and define expected results.

. Form or join a multidisciplinary team that can address the challenges and opportu-
nities

. Establish or join a partnership with other organizations that can collaborate in AB-
LA-led activities.

. Identify potential interventions and rank them according to priority setting and re-
source allocation criteria.

+ Arrange interventions in a logical order according to sequencing methods.

. Choose the most appropriate level of operation for interventions according to the
principle of subsidiarity factors.

. Plan, monitor, evaluate, and learn from the progress and impact of the interventions.
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